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Schooling, Study, and Academic Goals:
The Education of GED Candidates

by Janet Baldwin

KEY FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS
111 Nearly half (46 percent) of all

candidates who studied for the
GED Tests in 1989 reported they
attended formal instructional
program. before taking the tests.
More than half ($. percent) chose
other study milhods. Candidates'
choices of study methods are
shaped by access to and aware-
ness of study programs. personal
preferences. and other factors.
Program planners should
consider these factor5 and
provide varied programs,
flexible scheduling, and self-
paced study options for adults.

Seven per7ent of candidates
surveyed in 1989 reported having
a disability. People with disabili-
ties are more likely than others to
be high school dropeJts'and thus
could benefit from the GED
Tests. Educators and counsel-
ors should inform these candi-
dates that special test editions.
as well as accommodations in
testing .ffocedures, are avail-
able for persons with d9cu-
mented disabilities. Program
developers and publishers
should provide alternative in-
structionai materials for adults
whose disabilities limit their
ability to read ordinary print.

'More than four in five candidates
(84 percent) reported studying for

AffGED Teats. Women were
itosi t SD study than men;

older Ca'ndidates were more likely
to atu..ly than younger candidates.
Older adults who studied for the
GED Tests may have needed
more review than younger
candidates. due to the longer
passage of time since formal
schooling. Academic counselors
must evaluate both the per.
ceived and actual entry-level
skills of candidates and recom-
mend appropriate study meth-
ods. Administrators should
evaluate the effectiveness of
instructional programs in terms
of candidates' entry-level skills.

Three in ten candidates (31
percent) reported plans to enroll at
a community or junior college in
the next year. An additional 11
percent planned to enroll in a
four-year college or university.
A recent national literacy study
found that attainment of the GED
diploma can indicate higher
literacy skills. Colleges and
universities can look to the
GED Tests as indicators of
achievement in writing,
reading, and matnematics.
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Demographic
Background

'File following information desciihes
candidates' age. race, and sex. Addi-
tional demographic findings are reported
in GED Profiles: Adults in Transition,
Number I (September 1990).

In 1989. more than three out of
five candidates (62 percent) were
under the age of 25. About half of
all candidates 451 percent) were
between the ages of 18 and 24.
The percentages of candidates in
older age groups declined with
agefrom 22 percent aged 25 to
34. to 1 percent aged 55 and older
(Figure I).

Wornen represented more th in
half of the candidates sun e (56

percent). Of candidates under the
age of 25. ho'isever, men and
women were ns.nly equalh
represented-48 pe4.rent of those
17 and under and 51 pt.rcent of
those 18 to 24 were men. In al:
other age groups. the :-.!,,p;,-tion
of women increased with agt
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from 62 percent of those aged 25
to 34. to more than 70 percent of
thwze aged 35 and older (Figure 2).

III About one in four candidates
aged 17 and younger 126 percent
were minorities. The proportion
of candidates aged,18 to 44 who
were members of a minority -Toup
increased to three in ten (aboat 31
percent). The percentage of older

minority candidates decreased to
20 percent of those aged 45 to 54
and to 9 percent of those aged 55
and older.

The GED Tests attracf)ld rnore
young adults than older adult, more
older women than older men. and equal
numbers of young adult men and V. omen,
Three in ten candidates aged IS to 44
were minority group members.

Figure 1

GED TESTING VOLUME IN 1989 BY AGE

174 Under' 1844 2544 21e4 6144te4e
Aga . ""

Source 1989 National Candidate Survey and 1989 Annual Stallstical nowt, American Council on Education
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Figure 2

POPMATION OF MEN & WOMEN
GED CANDIDATES BY AGE
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Candidates
with Disabilities

People with disahlities are more likely
than others to he high school dropouts.
Further, disabled students tend to drop
out of high school at higher rates than
their nondisabled peers. Therefore.
disabled dropouts could benefit from
adult programs for high school comple-
tion, such as the GED Tests,

In 1989, 7 percent of caildidates
surveyed, or an estimated 43.000,
reported that they had a disabflity.
The percentage who reported dis-
abilities increased with candidates'
age, from 3 percent of those aged
17 and younger to 18 percent of
those aged 55 and older (Figure 3).

One in five disabled candidates
reported having a "specific
I-.;arning disability" (19 percent).
The same proportion reported
having an "orthopedic handicap"
(18 percent). One in three (33
percent) specified "other health
impairment" (Table It.

More than one in eight disabled
candidates reported they were
"hard of hearing" (13 percent),
while about one in 10 reported
having an "emotional disability"
(11 percent) or a "visual handicap
(no: correctable by glasses)"(9
percent). Four percent reported
ha% ing a "speech disability" and
two percent reported "deafness"
(Table 1).

Recent studies suggest that 33
million Americans have some tpe Ill
activity i 1 mitation that results from a
chronic ::ondition. The most prevalent
disabilities reported bv candidates in

9S9 were other health impairments.
which include anhhtis, diabetes. or other
chronic illnesses requiring medwation:
specific learning disabilities: and
orthopedic handicaps.

\n estimated 43.1X W ) candidates In

19 SY had disabilities. Hov. ever, toyer
than 3.200 requested special editions ot
the GED Tests (Braille. large pont. or
audio casette or special accommodatu
in testing procedures. Some candidates

Figure 3

GED CANDIDATES REPORTING
DISABILITIES BY AGE GROUP

Thousordo

Some: 1989 National C.mandpcisia Sunray and 1989 Annual Slailakili Amillkon Camel On Eckcabon

with documented disabilities mav not
know that accommodations or special
editions of the GED Tests are available
and. therefore. do not request special test-
ing. The educational needs of disabled
candidates present special challenges and
opportunities for policymakers. Disabled
candidates may need special counseling
and accommodations not only in testing
but also in instruction.

A recent study by the National
Center for Education Statistics indicated
that 111 percent of the 12.5 million

111
postsecondary students in fall 1986
r'eported having at least one disabling
condition. This study found that 8
percent of disabled postsecondary
students were GED graduates. while 4
percent of nondisabled postsecondary
students held GED diplomas. The GED
Tests provide an important avenue for
educational advancement to disabled
adults who did not complete high school.
Colleges and universities can improve
access for these students by creating a
supportive climate and finding ways to
ease their transitions to campus.

Table 1

3ISABLED GED CANDIDATES
BY DISABILITY IN PERCENTS

PALMA! festimated number)
Specific learning disabdity 19% (8,211)
Visual handicap (not correctable by glasses) 9 (3,955)

Hard of hearing 13 (5,632)

Deafness 2 ( 731)

Speech disability 4 (1,677)

Orthopedic handicap 18 (7,738)

Emotional disability 11 (4,729)

Other health impairment 33 (14,316)

Percents are of candidates reporting disabilities. These numbers sum to more
than 100 because candidates reported all disabilities that applied.

Source 1989 National Candidate Survey and 1989 Annual Stansecal Report, American Council on Education
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Figure 4

PERCENT OF GED CANDIDATES
COMPLETING GRADE BY AGE GROUP
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Figure 5

PERCENT OF MEN & WOMEN GED CANDIDATES
REPORTING IN-SCHOOL. GRADES

a "About halt C 8 hart D
Or Lower
Vostly C" or Hrgher

Schooling

Nearl.v. seven in ten GED candidates in
1989 had completed tenth grade or
higher. More than three in four reported
earning in-school grades of "mostiv
or better. However. there Acre notable
differences between men and women.
and among candidates of different age
and racial grou;1,.

Highest grade completed:

Men were more likely. 172 percent )
than women (68 percent) to has e
compliled tenth grade or higher.

Candidates aged 18 to 24 reported
higher levels of formal schooling
than any other age group: nearls
four in five (78 percent) reported
having completed tenth grade or
higher before leas ing school. and

4

nearly half (47 percent) reported
completing eleventh grade or
higher (Figure 4i.

The perck.ntages of candidates in
other age groups who reported
completing tenth grade or higher
ranged from a high of 66 percent
of those aged 25 to 34 to a low of
53 percent of those aged 55 and
older (Figure 4i.

Nearly nine out of ten Asian/
Pacific Islander candidates (87
percent) and four out of five Black
candidates 179 percent) reported
having completed tenth grade or
higher. higher proportions than
among White (68 percer t ) or
Hispanic 166 percent) candidates .

Most candidates reported having
attained relatively high levels of formal
schooling before dropping out of high
school. About half of all adults who took
the GED Tests (51 percent) were
between 18 and 24 years of age; these
adults reported even higher levels of
formal schooling than ot;ier age groups.

A recent national study of young
adult literao found that young adults
who spent more nme in formal schooling
aim toes achieved higher le' els ot
luerac> skills than Giose who completed
fewer \ cars ot school. Most voung
adults ho take the GED Tests have
attained relanv elv high levels of formal
schmiling.

Grades while in school:

1111 Women (80 percent) ss ere inure
likel, than men 167 percent ) to
report earning in-school grades of
"mostls (." or better ( Figure 5i.

Older candidates were more likel
than younger candidates to report
earning in-school grades of
"mostly (7 or better. The propor-
tion of candidates reporting these
grades increased with age frw 08

percent of those aged 17 and
younger. to 91 percent of those
aged 55 and older.

IIII Asian candidates 184 percent
Black candidates (82 percent I.
and Hispanic candidates (78



percent) were more likely than
White candidates (72 percent) to
report in-school grades of "mostly
C" or better.

Women candidates, older candidates.
and minority candidates were more
likely than other groups to report earning
in-school grades of "mostly C- or better.
However, it is not known to what extent
candidates reported in-school grades
correspond to their actual in-school
grades.

Candidates' Study
Patterns

Most candidates (84 percent) chose to
study before taking the GED Tests.
This percentage represented 515.(XX)
candidates in 1989. Candidates' choices
of study method included formal in,truc-
tionsuch as GED review classes or
learning centersas well as studying
from a GED book or manual, taking the
Official GED Practice Tests, working
with a tutor, or some other method.

Who studied? (Table 2)

Women were more likely (87
percent) than men (80 percent) to
report studying for the tests.

Four in five candidates (about 80
percent) aged 24 and yornger
reported studying. For older
candidates, the proportion %%as
e%en higher (about 90 percent).

One in six candidates 116 percent)
reported they did not review or
study for the GED Tests. Of those
aged 18 to 24. the proportion was
one in five (20 percent), higher
than for other age groups.

There was relatively little differ-
ence in the likelihood of stud%
among race and ethnic groups. .A.t
least four in five candidates of all
race and ethnic groups reported
studying for the GED Tests, from
a low of 81 percent of Asian/
Pacific Islanders to high of 88
percent of Blacks.

..\t least eight out of every ten
Landidates reported 1th (ir rev lew

Source:

Table 2

CANDIDATES WHO STUDIED FOR ME GED TESTS
IN PERCENTS BY AGE, SEX, AND RACE

G918520EX earge131

All 84 %

17 and undt 83
18-24 80 fir )1'

25-34 89
3544 90 Pe .1 Viir i
45-54 90 r-rs tirieV;,'

and over as 1:4' ,:$

". 80 ;Tte

Women 87

Mies 83
0.. 7

Macke 88 :?ri

Hispanics $e ,4 6., iv ,20)00#6

Asiarts/Padfic islanders 81 -41 6.4,0

Other 84 t:4

Issa Nationat Canalaie Survily. AmiJlairi Council on Education
11.0,! IbWrethil

ing in some way for the tests and this
proportion held regardless of sex, age
group. or race. However, there were
some differences worth noting. Oldt-.r
candidates were more likely to study than
younger candidates, and women were
more likely to study than men. Older
adults who chose to study for the GED
Tests may have needed more review than
younger candidates, due to the longer
passage of time since formal schooling.
Moreover. older candidates reported
having completed less forma! schooling
than ounger candidates.

Compared to other age groups.
candidates aged 18 to 24 were not onl>
less likely to report studying. they also
were more likel y. to report high levels of
formal schooling. Candidates who
reported they did not study for the GED
Tests may have been more confident
about their academic skills than those
who did study.

How did they study?

Of candidates who studied for the
GED Tests in 1989, one in three
(34 percent), or an estimated
175.000 candidates, reported they
attended GED review classes.

More than on% in ten candidates
(12 percent 1..ir an estimated
60,000 adults, attended a learning
center to prepare for GED Tests.

5

III About one in four candidates (25
percent), or 127,000 adults,
studied from a book or manual
designed for GED study.

What are the GED Tests
and who takes them?

The General Educational
Development (GED) Tests measure
the major and lasting outcomes of a
four-year high school program of
study. The content of the tests corre-
sponds to what graduating high school
seniors are expected to know in the
areas of writing, social stldies, sci-
ence, literature and the arts, and
mathematics. Each year, nearly
700,000 people take the GED Tests.
In 1989, more than 375,000 candi-
dates passed the GED Tests.

By passing th:. GED Tests, adults
earn high school diplomas and qual-
ify for college enrollment, training
programs, and job advancement. To
qualify for a diploma, adults taking
the GED Tests must surpass the per-
formance of about 30 percent of a
national sample of graduating high
school seniors. One of every six high
school diplomas awarded in the
United States each year is based on
the GED Tests.



Taking the official GED Practice
Test was the study method
reported by more than one in six
candidates (18 percent). This
proportion represented 92,000
adults in 1989.

Twelve percent of candidates who
studied selected othe, methods.
including working with a tutor.
watching televised GED study
programs, studying with a family
member or friend, or talking with
someone who had taken the tests.

Nearly half of all candidates v.ho
studied (46 percent) reported attending
formal instructional programs. such as a
review class or a learning center. In
1988. more than I million adults ?artici-
pated in federally supported programs in
adult secondary education and an
unknown additional number attended
local or state funded classes. While it is
not known how many of those participat-
ing in these programs actually took the
GED Tests, the rate of participation in
formal study programs reported by
candidatesestimated at 235.0(X) adults
in 1989suggests that nearly one in f iur
adults who enroll in adult seconda7y
education classes may actually take the
tests in a given year.

More than half of all candidates who
studied )54 percent). or an estimated

279.0(X) acilts. chose methods of studs
other than formal instiuctional programs.
Candidates' choices of study methods are
shaped by their access to and awareness
of study programs. work or home
constraints, life stages or circumstances,
the availability of transportation.
personal preferences. and other factors.
Classes or other instructional programs
may be more attractive to candidates if
they are offered in convenient locations
and provide instruction at times that
fit the candidates' work and home
schedules. A recent study by Valentine
and Darkenwald noted that varied and
flexible scheduling and provisions for
self-pacing can make education more
accessible to adult learners.

ACADEMIC GOALS

Candidates were asked to report their
most important reasons tor taking the
GED Tests as well as their edu,:ational
plans for the next year.

Most important academic reason
for taking the GED Tests:

More than one in five candidates
in 19n9 ( 22 percent) took the GED
Tes:s to be admitted to a college or
university. This represents an
estimated 136,000 adults w hose

Figure 6

GED CANDIDATES' EDUCATIONAL PLANS
DURING NEXT YEAR IN PERCENTS BY AGE GROUP

10 -

-

\

\

- Community/Junior Collkge?

Technical. Trade. Businebs

4-Year CoNege rUnive,s1r,,

On-the-Job Training

Studfing on Own

No Further Study Tranq

17 & Under 18-24 25-34 35-44 45.54 55 & Over

Age

Note' The category 'other is omitted from this figure

Source 1989 Nabonal Candidata Survey, Amencan Council oo Education
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academic goals included attending
a college or university.

Nearly three in ten candidates
aged 17 and younger 129 percent)
and more than one in four candi-
dates aged 18 to 24 (26 percent)
took the GED Tests to be admitted
to a college or university. This
represented a total of 101,000
candidates under age 25 who took
the tests for this reason. The
proportion declined with age
from 29 percent of those aged 17
and younger. to 5 percent of those
aged 55 and older.

Candidates' most important reason
for taking the tests included acaderr,c
reasons as well as employment, personal.
and other reasons. However, only
academic reasons and educational plans
are discussed here. Employment and
other reasons for taking the tests and em-
ployment plans for the next year will he
presented in a subsequent report.

Educational plans
for the next year:

Three in ten candidates (31
percent). or an estimated 190,000
adults, reported plans to enroll at
a community or junior college
during the next year. The propor-
tion remained high regardless of
age group, from one in three aged
17 and younger (34 percent). to
one in rove aged 55 and older (21
percent) ( Figure 61.

One in ten candidates (11 percent),
or an estimated 68,000 adults.
planned to enroll at a four year
college or university during Ibt.
next year. This proportion
declined with agefrom 14
percent of those aged 17 and
younger, to 2 percent of those 55

and older I Fiyute

Nearly (ine-half of candidates aged
18 to 24 (47 percent) reported
plans to enroll in either a coramu-
nity or junior college (34 percent).
or a fovr-lear college or uniersit
(1.7, percent). during the next year.
This represents an estimated
151.000 candidates of traditional
college age %%ho reported plane, to



attend a two- or four-year college
or university during the next year.

Nearly one in four candidates as
percent) ir.dicated plans to enroll
at a tec:inical, trade, or business
school during the next year. This
proportion was at least one n fhe
for all ne groups under age 55.
Of candidates aged 55 and older,
one in ten i I I percent) reported
these plans.

The percentage of candidates
reporting plans to study on their
own was 4 percent. This percent-
age increased with age--from 2
percent of candidates 17 and
younger, to 20 percent of those 55
and older.

More candidates p!anned to enroll in
community or Junior colleges than in any
other pe of educational institution.
Candidates were less iikek to report
plans to enrol! in a four sear college or
university than in other educational
institutions, ,er in 1989 an estimated
68.000 planned to do so. The estimated
number of candidates planning to enroll
at either a two-year -)r four-year college
diming the next sear was 258.000. Of
ths number. 151.0fXlcandidates were
aged lc( to 24. Colleges and univervties
should recoglrie that thousands of GED
candidates ever\ Vear are potential
college iiaudenisi\s, mired in a rei.cea
nitional ,aids ot adults.
att:.nnment of the GED diploma Rpre
sents attainment of holher litera.
I he GED.; ests v.an serve 'is in;ficator, ot
measurable achicxenicet in 'AntrT.
reading. id inathen.anc,,

.A high proportion of candidates
all age groups planned to enroll in a

SI

communitx or junior colle...te during the
next year. sugge inng that the community
college plav.s an unportant role in the
educational plans ot ot all
ages. Younger candid: les were more
likelx than oid-r tanchdatcs lo report
plans to enro,', in tOtirear (.'onet2c--, or
universities.

(iEt)c..indidates and vraduales iii

collee campuses ma.. n,:ed
services and pccial program , that
traohtate then transitunn. hetAecn hoot.
honic and the \is 4)rkplace.

* * *
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Sourcas of information
for 4E1 1...4rofiles: Adults

TrinaltiOn

ii 1980, the GED Testing
Seim ice renducted a national survey
of persons taking the English-
language version of the GEDIests.
A subsequent survey was conducted
in 1989 to learn how GED candi-
dates had changed and to provide an

in-depth profile of candidates'atti-
tudes. experiences, backgrounds, and
goals. In 1989, the GED Testing
Service also analyzed the recent test
achievement of GED examinees and
firaduating high school seniors. The
("ED Profiles: Adutts In Transition
series is based on data from these
studies and from statistical repons
published in 1980 and in 1989.

Technical documentation for the
series is provided in GED Profiles:
Technical Summaries, which con-
tains descriptions of samples.
instruments, and procedures, as well
as tables of candidate responses to
questions from the i 980 and 1989
candidate surveys. This document is
available from the GED Testing
Service.
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